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Connectedness is Key: The Evolution of a  
Process-Driven High School Program
Amy Nitza, Indiana University–Purdue University Fort Wayne, &
Brian Dobias, Homestead High School
Abstract
This article discusses a collaborative project to improve freshman transition into a high 
school and to increase connectedness among high school students. What started out 
for the authors, a high school guidance counselor and a counselor educator, as two 
independent projects on similar topics, evolved in a scholarly partnership that seeks 
to link theory with practice in direct, relevant, and meaningful ways. Through their 
scholarly partnership, the authors 1) examine the evolution of the program to include 
a process orientation that emphasizes relationship development; 2) review the literature 
regarding the components of school connectedness and describe the specific combination 
of strategies employed by the school to meet them; and 3) discuss the implications for 
theory, research, and future program development. 
Introduction
“I definitely feel that the efforts I made as a mentor contributed to the 
quality of life at [my school]. Anytime students can connect on a personal 
level with other students, it means that the school is more connected. The 
program makes it possible for students who usually don’t connect or even 
converse with each other to become friends. It makes [our school] more 
of a family.” (S. D., May 2006)
“I feel that being in the group atmosphere in general creates unity, 
friendship, and understanding. Just in two of my groups, I could see 
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clique barriers being broken down and more friendships being created.” 
(M. K., May 2006)
These two quotes represent typical responses of student participants in a high school 
peer-mentoring program over the last three years. The themes of connection, unity, and 
relationships among peers as expressed in these quotes also illustrate the importance of 
students having a sense of connectedness in high schools, a topic receiving increased 
attention in the research literature recently as well. In the ongoing effort to identify 
potential contributors to improving school performance, increased focus has been placed on 
the idea of school connectedness, or the extent to which students feel engaged with and a 
part of their schools. Beyond being merely a means of socializing, a sense of connectedness 
contributes to students’ overall sense of engagement with school, which in turn contributes 
to improved graduation rates and student achievement. Student connection to school has 
been found to be a salient protective factor against acting out behaviors in school and a 
supportive factor in maintaining school attendance and academic achievement (NorthEast 
& Islands Regional Educational Laboratory at Brown University, 2001; Manning, 2005). 
In a comprehensive review of the research on effective strategies for school-initiated 
graduate rate improvements, Manning concluded that strategies that support student 
connectedness to school are the key to engaging and keeping them there:
By the time they reach high school, 40 percent to 60 percent of students 
become “chronically disengaged from school.” The majority of modern 
research on effectively engaging students with school places its focus on 
the social connection. Recognizing that academic reform may be a more 
challenging path for change in high schools, researchers have looked to 
foster and evaluate the “social capital” that students develop. There are 
strong signs that a social connection to school can contribute to improved 
graduate rates and student achievement. (p. 17)
Relationships with peers have been shown to play a large role in this sense of connection. 
Students who experience strong, positive relationships with peers are more likely to engage 
in the classroom than those who feel alienated from their peers (Wentzel & Watkins, 2002). 
Furthermore, poor peer relationships and social alienation are risk factors for poor school 
performance and dropping out of school (Dimmit, 2003; Kaplan, et al., 1997). 
This evidence points to the important role of peer connections and a sense of 
belonging among students in improving the overall performance of students and schools. 
Such connections may frequently be an overlooked and untapped resource for school 
improvement. As demonstrated in the quotes at the beginning of this article, students 
themselves recognize and value the role that peer connections play in building a positive 
school climate. Students have a natural desire to be more connected but are often not 
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given either the means or the opportunity to do so in positive and beneficial manner. 
Thus, while schools continue to focus on innovations and improvements in formal 
instructional programs to meet the demands of educational reform, it may behoove them 
to also focus efforts on improving the sense of community and belonging among students 
as a means of supporting instruction. 
This article profiles an innovative high school program that emphasizes and promotes 
the building of connections among students. While not originally designed this way, 
the program has adapted by listening to the needs and reactions of students as well as by 
incorporating concepts from the related literature. Through a scholarly partnership between 
a high school guidance counselor and a counselor educator, the program has evolved 
into a theory-driven program that also responds to student feedback and supports their 
efforts to connect with each other and build a sense of community. The first section of the 
paper will describe the program and how it evolved from a content-driven program that 
focused on delivering information into a process-driven program that focuses on building 
connections by listening to student voices and incorporating their feedback. The next 
section of the paper will review the relevant literature that both supports the program’s goals 
and structure and is being used to develop further innovations. Finally, the authors will 
discuss the research questions and practice ideas that have been generated through our 
collaboration on the continued development of the program as well as implications for 
future development of theory, research, and practice.
The Spartan Mentor Program
The Spartan Mentor Program (SMP) is a group-based high school peer-mentoring 
program designed to facilitate the successful transition of freshmen into high school and 
promote connectedness through encouraging positive relationships among students. 
Using a small-group format, the program promotes overall school connectedness by 
emphasizing the development of peer connections and support. By using peer mentors 
to colead freshman discussion groups, the program combines the established effectiveness 
of group-based interventions with the influential role of peer social relationships in 
adolescence to accomplish these goals. 
The structure of the program includes juniors and seniors coleading weekly small 
groups with freshmen. These mentoring groups meet throughout the school year and cover 
a range of topics related to overall school success. The mentors are trained in stages of group 
development and group leadership techniques as well as communication and problem-
solving skills. They also receive ongoing training throughout the year in the form of a peer 
mentoring course in which they are responsible for developing weekly group plans and 
reflecting on the successes and needs of their groups. The SMP operates school-wide, with 
more than 60 mentors leading groups that involve more than 400 freshmen.
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Development of the Program
Development of the SMP began in fall 2003 as part of an overall initiative by the 
guidance department to better meet the needs of incoming ninth graders. These students 
were transitioning from two middle schools into a high school with an enrollment of 
approximately 2,100. Counselors felt their existing half-day orientation program did 
not adequately meet the needs of incoming students and provide enough information to 
prepare them to begin high school. 
The orientation program was modified and expanded into a full-day event. 
Improvements to the expanded program included the addition of a motivational speaker, 
panel discussions with upperclassmen, and large-group discussions with counselors. 
The newly expanded, full-day orientation took place in August 2003. Execution of the 
seven-hour session required the combined efforts of counselors, parent chaperones, 
administrators, and a team of approximately 50 11th- and 12th-grade student assistants. 
The program provided specific information of interest to incoming students, such as 
clarification of their class schedules, classroom location, and the logistics of the cafeteria. 
At the end of the day, the orientation program was considered a success by the 
guidance counselors, administrators, and parents involved based on the range of 
important and relevant topics covered. Freshmen who attended the event (approximately 
400) were surveyed to obtain their feedback on the redesigned program. One notable 
conclusion drawn from the surveys was that, of the entire seven-hour orientation, 
the freshmen found the 40-minute panel discussions presented by the upperclassman 
volunteers to be the most useful. The juniors and seniors provided insight on topics like 
homework, social life, extracurricular activities, bullying, and other aspects of the high 
school culture, all presented through a largely unstructured dialogue.
In the staff debriefing following the orientation, discussion centered on the student 
panels and the freshmen survey responses. It was clear that the incoming students highly 
valued interaction with upperclassmen and that they preferred speaking with these older 
students more than hearing adults speak on what were intended to be equally relevant 
topics. Based on this information, it seemed beneficial to create a program that would 
foster this interaction on a year-round basis. A program of this type would also provide 
an effective delivery system that could be used to introduce freshmen to additional 
guidance-related curriculum. Feedback from the orientation therefore prompted efforts 
to develop a program with a structure and content that would best meet the needs of 
incoming students. 
Review of existing peer-mentor programs led to the development of a weekly small-
group program design modeled after a similar program at a Chicago-area high school. 
This format seemed to offer the greatest flexibility in possible topics to discuss and offered 
opportunities for generating conversation, answering questions, and delivering guidance 
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curriculum in a more experiential manner. It was hoped that small-group discussions would 
provide the same quality of interaction and communication between freshmen and their 
mentors that they experienced in the original summer orientation panel discussions.
Administrative approval was obtained to begin a pilot of the program in the 2004–05 
academic year. The pilot was approved with the expectation that the program would be ready 
to move forward with a full rollout the following year, in coordination with the opening 
of the high school’s new Ninth Grade Academy Program (NGAP). The NGAP was being 
developed to provide an environment that would improve the process of freshman transition. 
Goals of the program included decreasing freshman disciplinary referrals, increasing 
attendance rates, and increasing academic success. A mentoring program that supported 
incoming freshmen thus seemed like a natural component of the NGAP.
The focus during the fall of the pilot year was to develop a series of weekly discussion 
group topics, to develop a mentor training program that would prepare the mentors to 
effectively colead freshman discussion groups, to collect data necessary to monitor and 
evaluate the program, and to generate the support of stakeholders (i.e., teachers, parents, 
administrators, and school board members as well as students). 
Alteration of Program Emphasis through Student Feedback
At this stage of development, the program was largely content driven. That is, the groups 
were seen as a means for delivering specific content information to the first-year students, 
and the emphasis was on developing the content to be delivered. The intended format 
was that mentors would use the small-group format to discuss weekly topics in the fall 
semester. The anticipated format for the spring semester was to form larger groups that 
would meet for multiple (two to four) weeks to discuss specific topics of interest in more 
depth and then disband, followed by other multiple-week large groups on various topics 
throughout the second semester.
At the completion of the first semester of the program, an initial evaluation was 
conducted by surveying participants. The evaluation was designed to provide specific 
data on participants’ perceptions of mentor performance, the topics being presented, the 
attitudes freshmen were developing about high school, and their overall experience in the 
program. Another significant source of student feedback was the anecdotal information 
collected from both freshmen and mentors regarding their experiences in the program 
through weekly reflection papers by the mentors, “debriefing” conversations with 
program directors, and student meetings with their counselors. 
Information from both sources of data revealed a desire by mentors and freshmen 
alike to continue the second semester with the same small-group format as the first 
semester. It became clear that while the discussion topics held some value and relevance, 
it was the relationships they were forming in the groups that provided the real benefit 
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of the mentoring program. In other words, they perceived the program content to be 
secondary to the group process and relationship development.  
This recognition of the importance of the group process and the formation of 
mentor/mentee relationships was a major development that prompted a shift in the 
direction of the program. First, the directors agreed to continue the fall weekly small-
group format in the spring semester. This decision was in keeping with a basic program 
philosophy that the mentor program would be student driven; whenever possible, 
student feedback would be used to shape the program’s development. 
Additionally, these developments sparked a deeper interest in the role of relationships and 
connectedness in a student’s academic success. While the original purpose of the program, to 
assist incoming freshmen in their transition from middle school to high school, was still in 
place, it became clear that the program’s ability to foster a sense of connectedness to the high 
school was as important as its ability to address the students’ need for specific information.
Finally, the students’ experiences and corresponding interest in the role of relationships 
and connectedness resulted in an increased focus on developing a process-driven program 
and in training mentors to be capable of leading process-driven groups for the following 
year. The mentor-training program was expanded to include communication skills, 
problem-solving skills, group developmental theory, and group facilitation techniques. This 
was accomplished by designing a three-day summer training retreat. The training format 
included an experiential curriculum with classroom instruction, breakout sessions, and 
team-building activities in the form of multiple team challenges.
A full rollout of the mentor program was implemented in August 2005 with 
approximately 50 mentors coleading weekly discussion groups with more than 400 
freshmen (approximately 80 percent of the freshmen class). Incoming students who did 
not participate in the program were those that chose not to enroll in the freshman seminar 
(expanded study hall) period in which the groups took place. The structure of the program 
emphasized relational aspects of the groups and corresponding changes in mentor training, 
stressing the development of group cohesion and relationships among participants. These 
changes appeared to be successful. Overall satisfaction with the program by mentors and 
freshmen was positive, and student feedback was consistent with that of the previous year; 
relationships with mentors again ranked as more valuable than specific discussion topics.
While feedback collected through surveys and observations of freshmen and mentors 
had been used internally to inform program decisions with positive results, there was 
a need externally for a stronger argument for the overall value of the program and to 
demonstrate a link between the program and the overall goals of the NGAP. As such, 
the program ended its first full year with confidence among its leaders in the program’s 
structure and its impact, but with less confidence in its ability to stand up to external 
scrutiny. The SMP thus looked toward its second full year of implementation with the 
goal of developing a stronger theoretical and empirical foundation for the program. 
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Further Support for a Process-Driven Program
As the SMP was wrapping up its first year, the first author (a university faculty member and 
counselor educator) was developing a project involving the production of a DVD to train 
counselors to lead groups with adolescents (Nitza, 2007). In preparation for this project, the 
first author contacted the second author (the SMP director) to determine the potential for 
using mentors from the program as participants in a live group experience to be incorporated 
into the DVD. Student experiences in the DVD project played a particularly important role 
in the direction of collaborative efforts to further improve and advance the program. 
Ten students who had been selected as mentors for the SMP served as members 
of a psychoeducational group led by an expert in children and adolescent group work. 
This group was not scripted; the students participated as actual members of an authentic 
psychoeducational group. Psychoeducational groups utilize group-based strategies to “promote 
personal and interpersonal growth and development and the prevention of future difficulties” 
(ASGW, 2000, p. 330). Such groups target skill development and coping strategies including 
social and interpersonal skills, communication, and problem-solving, among others. 
As the group developed over two days of taping, both authors observed that the 
experience of being a member of the group was having a meaningful impact on the 
students. A visible sense of connection and cohesion developed among them. Comments 
such as “I never would have talked to most of you in the hallways at school, but we 
actually have so much in common” reflected a sense of recognition of the universality of 
their school experiences despite belonging to different “crowds” or “cliques,” and revealed 
that a sense of cohesion had developed among them as a result of the group. What is 
more, although the students had not yet undergone any formal peer-mentor training, 
they were easily able to translate their experiences in the group to their upcoming work 
as peer mentors. Statements such as, “We can go back now as leaders and teach the 
freshmen how to break down cliques,” and “Let’s go back to (our high school) and make 
it a better place,” exemplified the connections to their work as mentors. 
These remarks and the resulting discussions in the group made it clear that the 
students not only found this sense of connection, cohesion, and universality to be 
personally meaningful but also that they recognized the potential importance of such 
relationships for freshmen in their mentoring groups and for their school as a whole. This 
emergent theme, emphasizing the importance of building connections among students 
in schools, was consistent with previous student feedback, and supported the continuing 
emphasis on relationship development and group process within the SMP. Additionally, 
these students appeared to gain group leadership skills and ideas to help them facilitate 
their groups successfully. Indeed, several of the students expressed a desire to use some 
of the specific group activities and skills that they found most helpful to them with their 
own mentoring groups. 
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As the DVD group progressed, the authors recognized a shift in the orientation of 
the students towards their upcoming participation in the SMP. Their internalization of a 
meaningful group experience, combined with their introduction to the skill set required 
to effectively lead their mentor groups, generated a sense of empowerment within 
the students. At the conclusion of the DVD project, the students left with a desire to 
improve their schools as well as with a clear sense that through their own efforts they 
could effect that change. 
Linking the Program to the Relevant Literature
A scholarly partnership, formed when the two authors came together for collaboration 
on the DVD project, has served to further advance the Spartan Mentor Program and 
support its goal of developing a theoretical and empirical foundation. Our observations 
of the students’ reactions to the DVD group experience were the impetus for a more 
systematic review and consideration of the theoretical framework and empirical support 
for the goals, structure, and format of the SMP. The program seemed to exemplify and 
expand upon some important concepts from related literature. Further discussions 
generated questions about the potential impact of combining the influence of positive 
peer relationships with the influence of group processes to support both student 
adjustment and connectedness to school. A systematic program of inquiry was initiated 
to examine these possibilities and how they might advance both the program and the 
related scholarly literature. Thus, what started out as two independent projects on similar 
topics (the SMP and the DVD) has evolved into a scholarly partnership that seeks to link 
theory with practice in direct, relevant, and meaningful ways. This next section of the 
paper will review the literature that supports the use of the SMP as a means of increasing 
connectedness among high school students and provides a theoretical framework for our 
future research, theory, and practice efforts.
An examination of the scholarly literature on both group work and peer helping 
relationships with adolescents suggests that, while not originally conceived in this way, 
the SMP has evolved into a program that uniquely combines two different empirically 
supported interventions for this population. By using peer mentors in a group format, 
the program combines the established effectiveness of group-based interventions with 
the influential role of peer social relationships in adolescence. The peer-mentoring group 
format of the SMP capitalizes on these two distinct and important influences, using them 
to improve the transition into high school for incoming students.
Group Work with Adolescents
The design of the SMP as a group-based intervention model for adolescents in schools 
is supported by the literature empirically, theoretically, and practically. Overall, the 
effectiveness of group counseling is well established. For a wide variety of populations 
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and presenting concerns, group interventions are at least comparable, if not superior, to 
other forms of intervention (Barlow, Fuhriman, & Burlingame, 2004). For adolescents, 
available evidence indicates that group treatments have demonstrated a similarly high 
level of effectiveness (Hoag & Burlingame, 1997). Group interventions may even be 
considered the treatment of choice for many of the concerns facing this population. 
The effectiveness of groups with adolescents is due in large part to the fit of groups with 
their developmental needs. Groups are a natural point of intervention for this population, 
as peers and social groups play such a large role in the lives of adolescents. Additionally, 
many of the developmental issues commonly faced by this age group lend themselves 
well to intervention in a group format. Groups provide adolescents the opportunity to 
experience the universality of their concerns, feel connected and supported, and learn 
through interpersonal experiences. As described by Shechtman, Bar-El, and Hadar (1997): 
There are many advantages to groups for adolescents: they are a natural 
way for adolescents to relate to each other, they emphasize the learning of 
life skills, they focus on generalizing behaviors practiced in the group to 
real-life situations, and they provide multiple feedback and increase self-
esteem that comes about through helping others. (pp. 203–204)
Additionally, the group format offers the opportunity for several experiences that are 
important for adolescents but that are not as easily provided in individual interventions. 
These include the opportunity to practice new skills and behaviors, to both give and 
receive peer support, to learn from the differing ideas and opinions of others, to learn 
about oneself through feedback from others, and to improve reasoning skills through 
discussions with peers (Akos, Hamm, Mack, & Dunaway, 2007). While the impact of 
less structured negative peer interaction, or “peer pressure,” is well-known to parents and 
educators alike, group interventions for adolescents capitalize on more positive “peer 
influence” and provide an effective forum for strength-based preventative programs. 
Recent major initiatives working to advance the effectiveness of school counseling 
programs have all recognized the potential fit and value of the use of groups in schools 
(ASCA, 2003, 2005; Education Trust, 2003). These endorsements are supported by 
empirical evidence of the effectiveness of group interventions in school settings. Indeed, 
group-counseling interventions are one of only a few school counseling activities with 
demonstrated effectiveness to date (Whiston & Sexton, 1998). Groups are a particularly 
good means of helping students overcome nonacademic barriers to academic success. 
They also allow for a greater number of students to benefit from prevention and 
intervention activities than is possible with individual interventions. With high student-
to-counselor ratios that in many cases exceed those recommended by the American 
School Counseling Association (2003; 2005), counselors’ availability to intervene directly 
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with individual students is limited. To be successful, counselors therefore need to move 
toward a more systemic approach to service provision, and group interventions are one 
effective way to do so (Paisley & Milsom, 2007).
Peer Helping Programs
Compared to the literature on group work with adolescents, there is less empirical 
evidence supporting the effectiveness of peer helping programs. However, such 
programs have been identified as one successful intervention for improving students’ 
connection to school through improving their relationships with each other (Manning, 
2005). Such programs come in a variety of different forms, including peer counseling, 
tutoring, mediating, and mentoring. However, they generally have the common goal 
of placing students in helping roles with other students, which in turn enhances their 
own relationship skills. In each case, they provide students with the opportunity to play 
a proactive role in developing meaningful relationships with other students, thereby 
connecting them to each other and to the school itself (Manning). 
Intended benefits of such programs include providing specific types of help to 
students in need, promoting social and skill development of the helpers, and promoting 
an overall sense of positive engagement with the school. Studies have generally indicated 
that participants, both helpers and helpees, find the experience to be a positive and 
beneficial one (Myrick, Highland, & Sabella, 1995). Additional empirical evidence 
indicates that such programs can have a positive impact on the social and emotional 
development and self-concept of the peer helpers (Lynn, 1986; Thompson, 1986; Wang, 
1987; Silver, Coupey, Bauman, & Doctors, 1992; Sprinthall, Hall, & Gerler, 1992) 
There is less available data to support the impact of such programs in promoting changes 
in the helpees; however, positive changes have been identified in targeted areas including 
classroom behavior and school attitude (Bowman & Myrick, 1987) and self-awareness, 
personal efficacy, and control (Sprinthall, Hall, & Gerler). Some evidence also suggests 
that peer helping programs can have a positive impact on the overall school climate 
(Bowman & Myrick; Henriksen, 1991).
Within this literature supporting the overall effectiveness of peer helping programs, 
only occasional references to peer-led groups appear. Carroll (1985) issued a call for 
increases in peer-led group interventions as alternatives to counselor-led groups for 
promoting positive coping strategies in schools. Since that time, only a few such 
programs have been identified in the literature, but the evidence that does exist has 
been promising. Peer-group facilitation programs, like other forms of peer helping, 
appear to have a positive impact on the self-concept of the students trained as facilitators 
(Thompson, 1986; Wang, 1987; Sprinthall, Hall, & Gerler, 1992). Initial evidence 
indicates that such programs have been successful in enhancing personal adjustment 
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of group members as well (Wang; Sprinthall, Hall, & Gerler). Additionally, at least 
one study has identified the small group method itself as being responsible for positive 
changes in participants (Sprinthall, Hall, & Gerler). However, the general lack of 
attention to this topic in the literature indicates that despite the potential benefits of such 
programs to the participants, school guidance programs, and schools in general, the call 
issued by Carroll more than two decades ago has largely gone unheeded.
Current and Future Directions in Research and Program Development 
The research literature thus lends clear support to the lessons the leaders of the SMP had 
been learning anecdotally by listening to and observing the students themselves. That is, 
peer-led groups can promote a sense of relationship and connectedness that high school 
students find meaningful and valuable. The peer-mentoring group design of the SMP 
takes advantage of the most effective change mechanisms of both group interventions 
and peer mentoring with adolescents. 
Recognition of the potential impact of the SMP beyond its original purpose, and 
of potential contributions of the program to the broader literature base, has laid the 
groundwork for further scholarly collaboration. The lessons learned to date through these 
collaborative efforts have resulted in the development of a research project as well as a 
joint training project, both of which are currently underway. 
The research project will investigate the outcomes of the SMP for both group 
members and mentors as well as identify specific aspects of the program that contribute 
to these outcomes. To assess the program’s impact on group members, an initial 
instrument is being piloted that has been designed to assess three factors that support 
major goals of the program: satisfaction with the program, perceived connection to the 
group and the school, and the development of attitudes important for academic success 
(i.e., confidence and motivation). 
In addition to the potential positive outcomes for members, it is likely that the 
program benefits the upperclassmen as group leaders as well. The interpersonal skills, 
leadership skills, and content knowledge necessary to lead small groups are significant 
even for adults in graduate programs. Thus, the skill development and personal growth 
of the mentors are being assessed through both quantitative and qualitative methods. 
The measures used include a pre-test/post-test quantitative self-report instrument as well 
as a qualitative examination of the weekly reflection papers and essay exams done by the 
mentors as a part of the instructional aspect of the SMP.
Finally, an initial investigation is being conducted that explores group members’ 
perceptions of the mentor leadership skills or behaviors that they find beneficial. 
Preliminary results indicate that a series of relationship or group process variables are 
clearly the most meaningful to members. Mentor behaviors most frequently described 
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as helpful included listening to members, self-disclosing about their own experiences 
in high school, and facilitating a safe and welcoming group atmosphere. Conversely, 
the least frequently listed behaviors were those that dealt with specific program topics 
or activities (Nitza, Delucia-Waack, Horne, & Dobias, 2008). These results support 
the ongoing effort to develop a process emphasis in the program and suggest that the 
mentors can effectively be trained to lead process-oriented groups.
It is hoped that this line of research will assist the program directors in continuing to 
inform and improve their program while also contributing to existing literature on the 
effectiveness of group interventions with adolescents by investigating the use of peer-led 
mentoring groups and their role in fostering connectedness and improving academic 
achievement. 
Collaborative Program Development
The final project that has resulted from the scholarly partnership to date is the 
development of a collaborative group-training workshop. The project, which launched in 
fall 2007, was intended to enhance the group leadership training of both the university 
graduate counseling students enrolled in the first author’s group counseling course and 
the high school students enrolled as mentors in the second author’s Spartan Mentor 
Program. Both groups of students met jointly for one class meeting. Together the 
students had an opportunity to view and process portions of the recently completed 
training DVD (Nitza, 2007), which has become a part of the training curriculum at 
both institutions. Small discussion groups, comprised of both graduate and high school 
students, then discussed the challenges and skills necessary to lead psychoeducational 
groups with adolescents. The discussion allowed the graduate students to further reinforce 
their understanding of group theory and facilitation as they shared the information with 
the mentors, while the high school mentors provided the graduate students with a hands-
on perspective of the group leadership experience. This unique dialogue allowed each 
group to gain knowledge and share their diverse perspectives, providing an educational 
opportunity not commonly found in a standard classroom setting. The workshop was 
well received by both groups of students; in final course evaluations, several graduate 
students mentioned the workshop as one of the most significant learning experiences of 
their course. Plans are being made to make the workshop a regular yearly component of 
the curriculum at both institutions.
Conclusions and Implications
As it has evolved, a primary goal of the SMP has become to teach students, both mentors 
and participants, the value of building and sustaining relationships. As educators, better 
understanding the potential impact of such relationships, and of the use of group processes 
as a way of fostering them, has deepened and enriched our work. It has become clear to us 
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through observation, student feedback, examination of the existing literature, and our own 
preliminary research evidence that students desire and value connectedness, and that they 
are capable of making it happen when given both the skills and opportunity to do so.
Perhaps the importance of relationships and connections to success in schools should 
come as no surprise when considering similar findings from related disciplines. In the 
counseling field, there is overwhelming evidence that the best predictor of successful 
outcomes in individual counseling is the relationship between the counselor and the 
client (Sexton, Whiston, Bleuer, & Walz, 1997). This finding holds true across theoretical 
orientations and techniques. Likewise in group counseling, a group member’s sense of 
cohesion, or feeling of connection and belonging to the group, is a very strong predictor 
of outcome (Yalom, 2005). 
In schools, there is little reason to think that relationships would not play a similar 
role. There is increasing evidence that students’ sense of belonging and connection may 
be a strong predictor of success (Manning, 2005). However, particularly in high schools 
the setting is highly content driven and compartmentalized. Relationships that develop 
among peers, and the sense of being connected or disconnected from the school that 
results, are of secondary concern at best or largely neglected at worst. If schools are to 
be successful in improving the achievement of all students, more purposeful attention 
to students’ experiences of connection or disconnection seems warranted. We hope 
that this article will serve as an impetus for further theoretical considerations, empirical 
investigation, and program development in promoting student connectedness in schools. 
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